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Summary: 


What's a little unconventional love when you've been to an alternate 
dimension? 


Or, the one where Steve is hoped up on the Russian drug and the 
bathroom scene goes slightly differently. 


Lipstick and Strawberry Syrup 


Author's Note: 


Back on my weird writing for the first half of this. I 
swear, it makes more sense if you just read it 
extremely sleep-deprived at 4 AM. 


Anyways, notes for this: Nancy and Jonathon didn't 
get together in season 2 and they became close 
friends with Steve. Other than that, it's pretty canon- 
compliant until the bathroom scene. 


There's a pounding in his head and an ache in his throat. Pain throbs 
across the skin of his face and nausea stirs his stomach, swallowing 
down a bitter taste. 


He tips his head back, resting it on Robin's warm shoulder. 


The drug the Russians gave to him is coursing through his system, 
dulling his senses more and more with every second. His mind 
wanders as he waits for it to fully kick in. 


They'd been planning on going to the movies. Nancy, Jonathan, and 
him. After the hurt of an echoing ‘bullshit' had faded, Steve welcomed 
them back into his life. He'd been surprised to learn that they hadn't 
gotten together after his and Nancy's breakup, and as the months 
passed, they started hanging out and growing close. He'd just been 
about to leave work to meet up with them for lunch before the movie 
when Robin had raced out of the shop, muttering the code under her 
breath. 


By his calculations, it's been 32 hours since then. Yesterday 
afternoon, overnight, and most of the today have passed. Or maybe 
it's only been a few hours. Time is weird when you're underground. 


The pain in his head fades, and a bubble of laughter replaces it. The 
lights look brighter and he feels almost floaty. 


"What?" Robin mutters, and he laughs harder. 


"I miss the sun," he says, and hears a giggle from her. 


"I think they messed up the drug," she says, and their tied chairs 
shake as they laugh. 


"They're morons!" Steve shouts, Robin's voice bouncing all around 
him. "Morons! Morons you messed up!" 


The Russians return and Steve mentally rolls his amusement up and 
tucks it away. They ask questions and he tells them everything. He 
knows he shouldn't, but the words stumble out anyways as the drug 
roots itself deeper into his brain. 


Dustin breaks in to free them. 


The alarm lights flash around them, like sticky spots of red candy and 
there's a tug on his wrist that he feels in his toes and the laughter is 
back as he stumbles away from a metal chair and evil Russians. 


It doesn't stop. 


Somehow they reach the elevator again—Steve's not sure how, as he 
remembers walking hours away from it, not 10 minutes—and God, 
isn't that a weird sensation. He's floating in his body, not really aware 
of what's happening. 


The floor rolls and bucks underneath his feet and he's riding the 
waves of the ocean, feeling every nerve ending at once. He's a sea 
serpent in a tempest. 


The floor comes up to meet him and Dustin crouches, asking what's 
wrong. 


Then they're free, the doors are opening, and Robin's saying the air 
tastes great. Steve sticks his tongue out and giggles. It's vanilla and 
cherries, with an electric pop. The moonbeams taste different, sweet 
orange chocolate and the scent of roses. 


Then there's gunfire and Steve's being pulled back into the mall. 


They're in the movies now, and Steve stares at the screen, wondering 
what would happen if he replaced a DeLoren's gas tank with the 


Russian drug he's on. He thinks the movie is about time travel—what 
a strange concept, time. He's here in the present but he's also 3 weeks 
ago, when he made pancakes at the Byer's house and learned 
Jonathan likes strawberry syrup and blueberries. He's in the past but 
he's also in the future, when he'll see Nancy at her graduation, 
wearing the pink dress in her closet and a seashell necklace he's 
going to buy her. He's here, in a movie theater seat, staring at the 
movie he was supposed to see with them and wonders why they're 
not here on either side of him. 


Then Robin shakes his arm and says she's thirsty and they're by the 
water fountain. He swears he tastes Nancy's lipstick in the water and 
gulps it down before he remembers that lipstick and lips are solid and 
water is liquid. Nancy's lipstick can't be in the water, but Jonathan's 
strawberry syrup can be. 


Turns out though, syrup isn't fun to drink. He stumbles away from it, 
letting Robin have a turn, and stares up at the ceiling. 


It glitters like a thousand diamonds and sends spikes into his eyes. It's 
beautiful and painful and it spins, and he's standing on a record 
watching the ceiling spin, the needle jumping over his feet and 
sparking discordant notes. 


He swears he hears Nancy's voice as he races to the bathroom. The 
music's frantic, causing his heart to race and his limbs to shake, and 
he throws it up in the toilet, like lyrics on paper. 


There's a symphony of hands on his neck, holding his hair back, and 
a melodic voice in his ear as the song in his stomach writes itself in 
his mouth. 


Reality slowly pulls him back. 


He looks up once he's done heaving, shocked at the sight of Jonathan 
crouched on the bathroom floor next to him. Nancy's soothing voice 
is in the next stall over, where Robin's still coughing up water—the 
only thing they've had since Dustin's snacks ran out last night. 


"What're you doing here?" He mumbled, leaning into Jonathan's 
arms. His whole body is aching. 


"It's a long story," Jonathan says, sounding more tired than ever 
before. Steve wonders what he and Nancy have been through and if it 
has anything to do with the Russians and the gate. "Dustin told us 
most of it before his radio died. We were on our way to the theater 
when we saw you two running to the bathrooms. We sent the kids 
ahead and came to check on you." 


"The kids're here?" Steve asks, slowly pushing himself up to a sitting 
position. Pain is radiating from his stomach, and feeling is slowly 
starting to come back to the wounds on his face. "Why?" 


"A lot's happened the past few days," Jonathan says with a humorless 
laugh. "The Mind Flayer is back and infecting half of Hawkins." 


"Will?" Steve asks, alarm shooting through him and he scrabbles at 
the floor, trying to stand up. If one of his kids is in danger, he needs 
to know. 


"Will's fine," Jonathan says, gently pulling him back down. "So is El. 
We're all fine. Shaken up, but fine." 


"Good, good," Steve says, relaxing and leaning against the plastic wall 
of the bathroom stall. 


"Ugh, Steve?" Robin croaks. 
"Here," he calls. "How are you feeling?" 


"Why is Nancy Wheeler covered in blood and holding my hand?" 
Robin moans, and Steve has to bite back a laugh. 


"It's a long story," he responds, parroting Jonathan, and that must be 
a good enough explanation for now, because her next question is 
unrelated. 


"Do you think the drug is out of our systems?" 


He hears some shifting in the adjacent stall and low murmurs. 
Jonathan seems more concerned than a second ago, frowning at 
Steve. 


"Maybe. Ask me something," he says, avoiding eye contact with 


Jonathan. Dustin might not have gotten to the part where they were 
drugged by evil Russians before his battery died. 


"Ever been in love?" She asks. Steve stares up at the ceiling. He knows 
the answer to that. And he's about to fuck so much up with it. 


"Yeah," he says quietly, pulling his knees to his chest. "Nancy 
Wheeler. When we dated, it was like the sun shone out of her. It still 
does. And..." 


He tries to. He tries to bite it back, hold the truth in, but he can feel 
it tugging at his lips, begging to be released. He curls tighter, 
squeezes his eyes shut, and lets the words free. 


"Jonathan Byers." There's a sharp inhale and a bit of a choking sound 
and some more shocked noises from the next stall over, but he 
ignores it in favor of forging ahead with ruining his life. "If Nancy's 
the sun, then he's the moon. I don't understand why they didn't get 
together last year when Nancy and I broke up. They're a perfect 
compliment to each other." 


He cracks on eye open, cringing at the look on Jonathan's face. He's 
inches away, shock etched in all his features, and Steve prepares for 
the worst. He remembers taunting Jonathan for years, calling him all 
sorts of names. It's been over 2 years since the last occurrence and 
Steve's learned a lot about himself since then, but it still feels so 
hypocritical. 


"You love me?" Jonathan asks, his voice barely above a whisper. 


They're in a movie theater bathroom, the cold tiled floor under their 
legs, and the 3 people Steve loves most in the world are here, 
hanging on to his every word. 


He nods, and Jonathan breaths in shakily, and then there's shuffling 
sounds and Nancy and Robin appear in the doorway. Nancy looks 
just as shocked as Jonathan. Robin's staring at him, the same shock 
on her face as the others but there's something else, a sort of 
sympathetic pity on her face. 


"Well?" Steve asks after a moment of silence. "Anyone going to say 


anything?" 


"I-I like girls," Robin says. "I didn't think...I thought I was the only 
person in this whole goddamn town." 


Steve reaches out and grabs her hand, giving her a small smile. 
"You're not alone," he says, and she makes a choked sound. 


"Click's class," she says, stumbling over the words. "Click's class, she 
wouldn't stop staring at you. Tammy Thompson, I-I wanted her to 
look at me. You were such an idiot, you'd get bagel crumbs 
everywhere, and she was obsessed with you. And I'd just go home 
and scream into my pillow. I thought no one else would ever 
understand" 


"Hey," he says, pulling her into a hug, "That's over now. I'm here, I 
understand." 


Robin sobs into his shoulder and he hugs her tightly. He stares at 
Nancy and Jonathan over her shoulder, silently daring them to say 
something. 


"I..." Nancy starts, and hesitates. Robin pulls back and they look at 
her, waiting for her to continue. "That party. When I said we were 
bullshit. We're weren't." 


Steve's heart jumps into his throat as tears well up in Nancy's eyes. 


"I was just feeling so trapped by everything that happened with the 
demigorgon and Barb and it felt like you were moving on and I 
wasn't ready to. And I was drunk and wanted to hurt you and I'm so 
sorry." 


"I asked her out," Jonathan says, looking between them. "After 
Murray's, after you two broke up, I asked her out. She couldn't 
because she was still in love with you. She still loves you." 


Steve's heart is hammering now and he looks between them, 
clutching tighter at Robin's hand. This can't be happening, but it is. 


"I do, and it confused me for the longest time because I also loved 


Jonathan," Nancy says, wiping away the tears that are streaking 
down her face. "I told him that last month, and you know what he 
told me?" 


"I said I knew exactly what she meant because, somehow, I started 
loving you this last year," Jonathan says, and Steve can feel his own 
tears starting to fall. "But you seemed so close to Robin that we 
figured you wouldn't want us." 


"We don't know anything about how this is supposed to work. I guess 
me and Jonathan have been dating for a few weeks now? I don't 
know if it counts when you spend all your time together talking 
about being in love with another person. But if you'll have us, well, 
we've made crazier work. What's a little unconventional love when 
you've been to an alternate dimension?" 


Steve lunges forward and pulls Nancy into a kiss the second she stops 
speaking. She pulls always almost immediately and a cold fear 
washes over him before he remembers he was throwing up not 10 
minutes ago. 


"Oh," he laughs, stroking her cheek. "Should probably brush my teeth 
first." 


"That would be for the best," Nancy says, her nose wrinkled, and 
drops a light kiss on his cheek. Jonathan pulls him in to kiss the other 
cheek, and Steve thinks he might be dreaming. 


That's gotta be it, right? He's still tied up in the secret Russian base 
and this is all a crazy drug induced dream. 


And then Dustin bursts into the bathroom. 


"Guys we've got a problem," he says. "There's people guarding all the 
exists to the mall. Russian people. They're checking everyone as they 
leave." 


They leave the bathroom, and Steve's stomach still aches and his 
head still spins a little, but Nancy and Jonathan are on either side of 
him, their hands intertwined, and he feels like he can take on the 
world. 


They're by his side throughout the entire battle with the Mind Flayer, 
and every time he thinks he might die, he remembers their faces in 
the bathroom, telling him they love him. 


Somehow, they survive. 


Somehow, the fireworks buy them time. Somehow, Billy breaks the 
Mind Flayer's control. Somehow, far below their feet, the keys are 
turned just in time to cut the Mind Flayer off from the Upside Down 
and save them all from certain death. 


Afterwards, they're in the parking lot, and a paramedic is bandaging 
Steve's face as the three of them take turns explaining everything to 
Robin. 


They go back to the Byers—no one wants to be separated tonight— 
and Steve gets to put on fresh clothes and eat real food for the first 
time in two days. He has a vague memory of lipstick and syrup, and 
tasting moonlight, and wonders, not for the first time, what the hell 
was in that drug they were given. 


He finally gets to kiss his partners, much to the kids' disgust. Mike's 
been throwing crumpled balls of paper every time he kisses Nancy 
and Will rolls his eyes when Jonathan leans in. 


There's just enough room on the couch for the three of them to curl 
up together, with Robin joining on the end. The kids make a pile of 
blankets and pillows on the floor and fight over who gets to sleep 
where. Hopper and Joyce fall asleep in twin recliners, holding hands 
across the gap, and Murray, who refuses to drive back to Illinois until 
he's had his 7AM coffee, drags three of the kitchen chairs to the 
corner of the living room and stretches out on them. 


They've fought and survived, and they'll do it again if they have to. 


Steve tucks his head into Jonathan's chest and wraps a foot around 
Nancy's ankle, and finally falls asleep. 


